H
ealth care personnel from all over Canada were mobilized in support of the British Empire war effort during the Frist World War. No other region in Canada provided more physicians proportionately than Alberta and Western Canada. It is estimated that about 30% of all practising physicians from the Prairies enlisted. A report from the Edmonton Bulletin on May 31, 1916, declared, "Third of City's Medical Men on Military Duties." It stated that from Edmonton alone 35 out of the city's 112 (31%) physicians had enlisted. By October 1918, 216 out of an estimated 400 (54%) physicians from the province of Alberta, who had joined the Confederation of Canada only 13 years prior, had joined the cause. 1 Physicians who volunteered in the Canadian Army Medical Corps (CAMC) were assigned a military rank and attached to a battalion. Albertans were the main source of 2 deployed medical units. The No. 8 Canadian Field Ambulance from Calgary was created in December 1915, and the No. 11 Canadian Field Ambulance was created in 1916 and comprised members from the University of Alberta Faculty of Medicine and the Manitoba Medical College.
2 Although some physicians remained in Canada performing enlistment medicals and providing care at military bases, the majority were sent out to the Western Front together with nurses, ambulance drivers and stretcher bearers. Each field ambulance operated immediately behind the regimental first aid stations. Their role was to receive, triage and stabilize casualties. Patients treated at the field ambulance would then often be sent to a dressing station, casualty clearing station, or a field hospital. 3 The No. 5, 6 There is an account of 12 fractured femurs awaiting a single doctor's attention. On one occasion, the No. 8 even came under direct fire, during which it lost 23 men and 80 others were wounded. LCol Hewetson ultimately died of an infection during the war, and the second commanding officer, LCol J.N. Gunn, was appointed. 5, 6 LCol Gunn was born in Ontario in 1879 and trained in medicine at the University of Toronto. He moved to Calgary in 1907, where he practised as an eye specialist. For his service with the No. 8 Field Ambulance, he was awarded the Distinguished Service Order. Unfortunately, his tenure was cut short, as he suffered trench fever twice and was forced to leave his command on Feb. 27, 1917. 4, 5 His obituary stated that LCol Gunn was among the first to suggest blood transfusions as a means of saving life early in the war. The initial concept of transfusing patients in hemorrhagic shock on the battlefield with fresh whole blood was pioneered by other Canadian phys icians, such as Drs. L. Bruce Robertson in the First World War and Norman Bethune in the Spanish Civil War, both also University of Toronto medical school alumni. This breakthrough would subsequently be recognized as "the most important medical advance to come from the First World War" by the Royal Army Medical Corps. 7, 8 The No. 8 Canadian Field Ambulance was one of the very few that returned as a complete unit in March of 1919. 9 At the end of the War, 100 officers and 2000 men, mostly from Alberta, had become part of the No. 8. LCol Gunn talked in a speech about the very high code of honour among stretcher bearers in his unit: "None considered any risk too great or any task too hard if it meant relief for some stricken man. Their duty was not over until every man had been picked up." He was then transferred to a mobile laboratory unit in France, where he and LCol G.G. Nasmith confirmed the first German chlorine gas attack and researched the best gas masks to prepare for future attacks.
1 Later, Dr. Rankin went on to describe trench fever in the Lancet 11,12 and confirmed that troops from India had brought malaria with them to the Western Front. He was ultimately awarded a Companion of the Order of St. Michael and St. George by King George V and, in 1920, he became the first Dean of Medicine of the University of Alberta.
The contribution of medical care to the British Empire coalition by the Province of Alberta during the First World War cannot be overestimated. The extraordinarily high enlistment levels of physicians from the Prairies (30%-50%) compared with the rest of the country (10%), combined with the increasing influx of casualties being repatriated to Canada from theatre, resulted in a severe shortage of physicians at home. At one point there were only 3 professors (Drs. Revell, Collip and Jamieson) and 7 part-time lecturers and demonstrators remaining in the School of Medicine at the University of Alberta. 5 The fact that the School could continue to function at all with this staffing level for prolonged periods of time is a testament to the commitment and determination of the faculty. These Canadian heroes, and the many others like them who served with the No. 8 and No. 11 Canadian Field Ambulances, personify the sacrifice, strength and resilience of the medical community in Alberta and should not be forgotten.
